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Expanding Vocabulary
with Children’s Books
by Sara Churchill, Ed.D. and
Kathy Everts Danielson, Ph.D.
I once read the Edgar Allen Poe poem “The Bells” to
my fifth grade students. They became obsessed with
the word tintinnabulation and used that word throughout the year to describe anything remotely related to
bell ringing. When I read that poem to my students,
it wasn’t my intention for them to learn that word.
Instead, I had intended for them to appreciate and use
the repetition that Poe used in that poem. But what
happened is that they were sincerely bemused, interested, and frankly confused by the word, so I explained
it to them within the context of my read aloud. I spelled
the word for them, showed it to them, and let them
revel in the word. In that one brief reading aloud experience, my fifth graders truly learned that unusual word.
This article will briefly examine why it is important to
explicitly teach vocabulary and review some of the best
practices in vocabulary instruction, including three
prominent strategies for teaching vocabulary: read
alouds, developing word consciousness, and interactive
activities. Following that is an annotated bibliography
of children’s picture books that highlights selections
that are useful for teaching vocabulary. Summaries of
the texts and instructional suggestions are provided.
Word Gap
One of the battles that we fight with vocabulary
instruction is the word gap that exists between highand low-income families. Hart and Risley (1995) found
that by age three, children from high-income families
had been exposed to about 30 million more words
than children from low-income families. “Students
who have larger vocabularies are able to move ahead
more rapidly in academic settings because they have
more words to build on. The gap gets wider and wider”
(Overturf, 2014, p. 22). Stanovich (2008) describes
this as the “Matthew Effect” where students with large
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vocabularies excel in reading achievement, while those
with smaller vocabularies fall farther behind in their
reading achievement. Thus, the rich get richer and the
poor get poorer analogy.
Vocabulary Benefits of Reading Aloud
Getting students interested in words often happens
through reading aloud. In addition, reading aloud
builds vocabulary and background knowledge (Tompkins, 2016). In fact, Hayes and Ahrens (1988) found
that children’s books have more rare words per hundred
than are typically spoken by two college-educated adults
in conversation. Reading aloud also helps culturally
and linguistically diverse children, as teachers who read
aloud serve as “literate role models” (Au, 1998, p. 21).
For young students in particular, “the majority of words
they acquire are not learned through direct instruction,
but rather through their language environments and
independent reading… Read-alouds have the potential
to make a positive impact on the vocabulary learning
trajectory by increasing students’ exposure to rich and
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complex words” (Kindle, 2011, p. 9). Infusing vocabulary into children’s days by reading aloud with intentionality happens when “the teacher takes deliberate
actions to be sure that students see and hear these words
in a variety of contexts. Vocabulary learning becomes a
goal and not a by-product” (Kindle, 2011, p. 14).
Vocabulary development associated with reading aloud
nonfiction is especially important. “When informational texts are read aloud, they are the most generative
time for vocabulary development in the entire school
day” (Wright, 2014, p. 366).
Developing Word Consciousness
In addition to the impact reading aloud can have on
vocabulary development, word consciousness also
contributes to the journey of vocabulary growth. The
following four components are important for vocabulary development: “Frequent, varied, and extensive
language experiences; teaching individual words;
teaching word-learning strategies; and fostering word
consciousness” (Graves, 2016, p. 5). Word consciousness is associated with an awareness of and an interest
in words (Anderson & Nagy, 1992). Word consciousness is what happened when I read Poe’s poem with
the term tintinnabulation. Students became genuinely
interested in that unique word.

Wordplay requires students to be active learners and
capitalizes on possibilities for the social construction of
meaning. Wordplay develops domains of word meaning
and relatedness as it engages students in practice and
rehearsal of words (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2012, p. 190).
Developing word consciousness through games and
other engaging activities is recommended (Scott, Miller,
& Flinspach, 2012). “In word conscious classrooms,
teachers promote interest in words by drawing attention to interesting language and providing opportunities, activities, and materials for students to play with
words and heighten their appreciation of language”
(Ganske, 2019, pp. 206-207). The homophone match
game with index cards is one such example. The index
cards shown in Figure 1 were used with third graders.
Each student received a card and then had to find their
homophone match. The pairs then had to describe
what each word meant and use them in one sentence,
such as “This is a tale of how the manx cat lost its tail.”

Modeling an interest in words, pointing them out
in texts that students are reading, and encouraging
students to use interesting words in their own writing
are all important parts of building a word consciousness
(Graves, 2016). Teachers can be that model of curiosity about words as they get students to notice and pay
attention to unusual and different words.
Interactive Activities
Promoting wordplay is also important. Blachowicz and
Fisher (2012) pointed out that wordplay (including
activities with homophones, homographs, or idioms) is
well grounded in research and appropriate pedagogy.
Wordplay is an important component of the word-rich
classroom. Wordplay calls on students to reflect
metacognitively on words, word parts, and context.
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Figure 1. Homophone matching cards.
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Activities such as this create an interest in words allow
students to develop a curiosity about words. As Ganske
(2019) writes,
…after developing word consciousness students
tend to ask more questions about unfamiliar words,
enjoy sharing favorite words, monitor their reading
and talk for interesting uses of language, and feel a
sense of empowerment for learning. Their metalinguistic awareness helps them to better understand
word meanings in context through the use of
morphological, syntactic, and semantic clues and
to appreciate language when reading and writing.
(p. 207)

of words, address misconceptions immediately, and
require universal participation” (Gallagher & Anderson, 2016, p. 275). The Graffiti Wall allows students to
write their word in a graffiti style on an index card in
the center and then in each corner put categories used
in the Frayer model: definition, antonyms, a sentence
highlighting the word’s meaning, and an illustration of
the word. The Frayer model is a graphic organizer that
utilizes those four categories to help the student master
the vocabulary (Frayer, Frederick, & Klausmeier, 1969;
see example in Figure 2.) In the Picture Word Wall
activity, students use cards to illustrate the meaning
of the word for all to see. An example is illustrated in
Figure 3.

Providing a context for interesting language promotes
learning and “classroom discourse around books that
encourages children to focus on text content in interpretive and reflective ways, and to attend to the interesting and precise language authors use to present that
content, provides a robust context for learning” (Kucan,
2013, p. 280). The bottom line here is, in classrooms
that utilize these techniques, words are noticed and
discussed.
Best practices in teaching vocabulary
Reading aloud and creating an interest in language are
instructional priorities, however, there are also other
factors to consider when teaching vocabulary. The basic
components of vocabulary learning are form, meaning,
and use (Nation, 2001). In the following activity recommendations, the instructional focus is on meaning
and use.
Word walls are often used to remind students of
vocabulary words after they are defined and discussed.
They are “designed to serve as visual scaffolds and are
a common classroom tool used to support reading and
language instruction” (Jackson, Tripp, & Cox, 2011, p.
45). Going one step beyond word walls, Gallagher and
Anderson (2016) described the use of Graffiti Walls and
Picture Word Walls. “The Graffiti Wall and the Picture
Word Wall are both adaptations of a traditional word
wall and are designed to promote word consciousness,
establish efficient routines, provide ongoing review

Figure 2. Graffiti Wall card example.

Figure 3. Picture Word Wall example.
Activities that teachers plan during vocabulary instruction should be active, engaging, and collaborative.
While a vocabulary journal or planner based on the
Frayer model can be a good introduction to learning
vocabulary, it is the engaging activities that teachers
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employ that truly cement the words in the student’s
mind. One way in which teachers can quickly and easily
review vocabulary is to create lanyards for the students
to wear, each with their own vocabulary word. As the
teacher needs to create groups, dismiss students, or line
them up, they can refer to the vocabulary on the lanyard. “Line up if you have a word that means…”. Other
engaging activities can include rap songs, board games,
photo albums, and scavenger hunts, just to name a few.
Incorporating these exercises makes the learning both
fun and repetitive, both of which are important aspects
of vocabulary instruction (Overturf, Montgomery, &
Smith, 2013). It has also been found that the quality
of the vocabulary activities provided, including read
alouds, is more important than the quantity (Roberts,
Jurgens, & Burchinal, 2005). It becomes important,
then, to ensure that books selected for classroom read
alouds, as well as the educational activities offered that
are focused on vocabulary, have rich phraseology, strong
word play, and engaging content.
Conclusion
In order to make vocabulary instruction active,
engaging, and collaborative, Graves (2016) suggests
a four-part plan: 1) provide rich and varied language
experiences; 2) teach individual words; 3) teach
word-learning strategies; and, 4) promote word consciousness. Utilizing picture books can provide ample
opportunities to accomplish these goals. Encouraging
wide reading and interactive read alouds of picture
books promotes word consciousness and exposure to
rich and varied words. When students encounter new
words during independent reading, they often simply
skip over them. Fostering word consciousness helps
combat this tendency and encourages students to learn
new words incidentally. When teachers read aloud with
attention grabbing vocabulary and engage students in
interactive discussions about some of the rare words
heard in the text, they can help students extend their
vocabulary schemas (Beck & McKeown, 2001). “The
consistent attention to authors’ word choices and structuring of phrases in high-quality literature is one way
to support students’ developing word consciousness; it
also provides a context for connecting vocabulary development and writing” (Kucan, 2013, p. 292).
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More information about appropriate vocabulary practices can be found in the Essential Practices in Early and
Elementary Literacy (MAISA-GELN, 2016). For more
information, see: https://literacyessentials.org/.
What follows is an annotated bibliography of picture
books celebrating words that can enhance the development of word consciousness. These books are quality
choices to read aloud and can be used as springboards
for teaching vocabulary.
Annotated bibliography and ideas for creating an
interest in words:
Crum, S. (2017). Mouseling’s words. New York, NY:
Clarion.
Grades: K-3
Mouseling loves her cozy nest, her parents, her
siblings, and the words her Aunt Tillie brings home
from the restaurant where she works. One by one, her
siblings leave the nest to find their way in the world,
until only Mouseling is left. She builds up enough
courage to not only leave the nest, but become a word
discoverer and face a monster—better known as a cat.
Mouseling discovers that the words she collects can
help her build a new friendship and open her eyes to a
new world.
Mouseling describes how the words she collects look,
sound, and feel. Teachers can use this text to highlight
how students need strong word choice in their writing.
By reading several of Mouseling’s word descriptions,
teachers can also emphasize how to create voice and
tone with word choice. This book would also be a great
tool to use as an activity for similes where students
could pick a word and describe how the word looks and
feels.
Groeneweg, N. (2013). One word Pearl. Watertown,
MA: Charlesbridge.
Grades: 2-5
Pearl has a massive collection of words. But when a
tornado of words overtakes her room, she is left with
only a few in her treasure chest. She doles them out one
word at a time, finding just the right word when she is
asked. Even though she is careful, Pearl still runs out of
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words and silently looks on as her friends go about their
school day. Being brave, Pearl finally decides to go back
and face the tornado in her room. There she discovers
all her words, put together in new and exciting ways!

Teachers can use this book to illustrate many different
parts of the writing process. From brainstorming with
word collections, to overcoming writer’s block, to peer
conferencing, this story is full of lessons for writers.

Students can create their own treasure chest of words
in their writer’s notebooks or on a word wall in the
classroom. The real magic will happen, though, when
they use their words in their own writing projects. A
great tool to refer to during writing conferences, these
treasure chests can help readers put together words in
their own exciting ways.

Johnston, T (2019). The magic of letters. New York,
NY: Neal Porter Books.
Grades: K-2
“Letters hold power. You can shuffle them around to
make loads of mighty words” (Johnston, 2019, n.p.).
This book was written by the author in response to her
grandson, who on the first day of kindergarten said,
“We’re learning the letters, but what do they do?” This
book shows the power that letters that form words
have. Words such as enchanted, flibbertigibbet, and quesadilla are celebrated in this tribute to words.

Haldar, R., & Carpenter, C. (2018). P is for
pterodactyl: The worst alphabet book ever. New York,
NY: Sourcebook Explores.
Grades: 3-8
This alphabet book is the “worst ever” because none of
the words illustrated on each letter’s page sound like
that first letter in the word, despite starting with that
letter. Case in point: pterodactyl on the P page, spelled
with an initial p, but pronounced tair-o-DAC-tell.
All the words in this alphabet book follow the same
pattern. Alliterative sentences are used throughout
the book and the helpful glossary at the back of book
defines each word, plus offers a pronunciation key for
each word. Funny and informative, the illustrations also
show word meanings. For instance, the G page shows a
gnome at a table with a gnat nibbling his gnocchi. This
is a great book to challenge even the most advanced
vocabulary learner.
Students could add to the words they find that start
with silent letters as they encounter them or do a Picture Word Wall for the words in this book.
Hills, T. (2012). Rocket writes a story. New York, NY:
Schwartz & Wade.
Grades: K-3
Rocket discovers that inspirational words can be found
anywhere. After completing his word tree, Rocket
decides to write a story with all his special words, but a
new friend teaches him that he can always discover new
words and that friends can work together to create the
perfect story.

Students could keep a list of fun or unfamiliar words
they have heard throughout the day or the class could
collect them on a word wall or chart of Wacky Words.
Lehrhaupt, A. & Pilutti, D. (2018). Idea jar. New York,
NY: Simon & Schuster.
Grades: K-2
A teacher keeps a jar of unique words on her desk as
a brainstorming tool for her students. When the ideas
don’t get used in stories, they take over the classroom.
The students jump into action putting the words into
a story. The ideas are finally happy to be useful and
slide back into the jar to be used in new stories in the
future.
Teachers can use this book to encourage brainstorming
in writing. Creating their own jars of words, whether
an actual physical jar or simply a list on paper, can help
students who are struggling to figure out what to write.
Teachers can also incorporate magnetic poetry to show
how you can put these wonderful words together in
different ways to create something new.
Patterson, S. & Patterson, J. (2017). Big words for little
geniuses. New York, NY: Little, Brown.
Grades: 2-6
From arachibutyrophobia (fear of peanut butter sticking to the top of your mouth) to zamboni (machine
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that smoothes out the ice on an ice rink), this book
introduces children to a big word for every letter in the
alphabet, complete with pronunciation guide, definition, and context-clarifying-illustration. Even more big
words are included at the end of the book to encourage
a love of language to grow.
Students could add actions to each of the words to help
them create a muscle memory of the words. Students
could also create their own illustrated alphabet book of
words from A to Z that they find appealing or create
a class Picture Word Wall of words they hear or see
during the day.
Reynolds, P. H. (2018). The word collector. New York,
NY: Orchard Books.
Grades: 2-6
Jerome collects words that he hears, sees, and reads.
He enjoys the words that connect, transform, and
empower. He learns that sharing his words is the best
gift of all.
Students could collect their own words in a visual
dictionary or a digital format, adding interesting words
they hear, see, or read every day. The teacher could
model this with an anchor chart of wonderful words
that are heard, seen, or read in the classroom daily. Students could even practice giving their words to others,
be that their classmates or younger students.
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Students can create their own dictionary of words to
brainstorm topics and work with a peer to develop and
refine their writing.
Ruzzier, S. (2016). This is not a picture book! San
Francisco, CA: Chronicle Books.
Grades: K-1
Duckling is out for a walk and discovers a book lying
on the ground. Excited, he scoops it up to read it. But
Duckling soon discovers, this is not a picture book! It’s
full of words! Frustrated, he begins to throw the book
away, but soon he realizes he knows more words than
he thought! And he knows that all these words will
come home with him to stay forever.
This would be a solid choice to use with emergent readers to introduce the concept of sight words. The cover
is filled with words that tie to the story, and young students would have fun pointing out all the words they
know on the cover. The inside jacket has a synopsis of
the story, but some of the words are scrambled. Teachers could show this image to students, explaining how
learning to read might sometimes feel like letters are all
jumbled up. After turning to the back cover, where the
synopsis is unscrambled, teachers can reinforce the idea
that learning to read little by little and word by word
will help them become full-fledged readers.

Rowe, C. (2018). Ebenezer has a word for everything.
Atlanta, GA: Peachtree Publishing.
Grades: 2-5
Ebenezer loves words. He loves words so much that he
collects them and tries to give them away like lemonade. Though his friends and family listen to Ebenezer
talk about his favorites, no one quite appreciates words
the way he does...until he meets Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald knows exactly what to do with all of Ebenezer’s
words. Their friendship illustrates how you can go
from amazing words to thrilling stories when you work
together with a friend.

Shulman, M. (2014). Mom and dad are palindromes: A
dilemma for words… and backwards. San Francisco,
CA: Chronicle Books.
Grades: 2-6
Palindromes are words that are spelled the same way
forward and backwards. Bob, the narrator of the
book, talks about his dilemma as having a name that
is a palindrome. Embarrassed, he goes to tell his mom
and dad, only to discover that they are also palindromes. Throughout the book, other palindromes
are introduced. The book ends with Bob saying he’s
solved his problem, he will use both his first and last
name: Robert Trebor—which is, of course, another
palindrome.

Teachers can use this story to help reinforce steps in the
writing process like brainstorming and conferencing.

Students could collect their own palindromes or illustrate the ones listed in the book.
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Sierra, J. (2018). The great dictionary caper. New York,
NY: Simon & Schuster.
Grades: 2-5
The words slip out of the dictionary in this romp that is
a celebration of types of words. Within the book, seen
leaving the dictionary in a word parade are anagrams,
antonyms, conjunctions, contractions, homophones,
interjections, and many more. All of these types of
words are explained in humorous form and are also
defined in the glossary. The ending of the book hints
that the words are also going to escape from a thesaurus, so a sequel is surely in the works!
Students could choose one of the categories of words
in the book (antonyms, conjunctions, etc.) and make
anchor charts defining and giving examples of each. See
Figure 4 for an example of a homophone anchor chart.

Students could find more collective nouns and write
their own poems about such interesting words. Or they
could do a Picture Word Wall of the collective nouns
they read or find, complete with pictures of the items/
animals surrounding that collective noun.
Uhlberg, M. (2016). The sound of all things. Atlanta,
GA: Peachtree Publishing.
Grades: 3-5
A young boy explores the New York area with his deaf
parents. His father asks the boy to use other senses to
find the words that will describe the sounds all around
them. When the boy replies that the roller coaster is
loud, the father replies, “Many things are loud. Please
tell me better.” This begins the boy’s search for just the
right words to describe the sounds of all things. Teachers can use this book to encourage students to add to
their descriptive writing.
This book can be a great read aloud to use for “show,
don’t tell” lessons in writing. Highlighting the similes and metaphors in the book, along with the word
choice, teachers can encourage students to work on
finding ways to use their senses to describe the events
and people in their own writing pieces. Modeling and
guided instruction pieces could include pulling noisy
items out of a jar and finding ways to describe the
sounds they make.

Figure 4. Homophone anchor chart.
Skipp, H. (2018). A pandemonium of parrots. Somerville, MA: Big Picture Press.
Grades: All Ages
Who knew that a group of hummingbirds is called a
bouquet of hummingbirds or that an ambush of tigers
denotes a group of them? Collective group names of
animals are shared in this colorful book with poems
about the animals on all of the pages, as well.

Van Slyke, R. (2017). Lexie the word wrangler. New
York, NY: Nancy Paulsen Books.
Grades: 2-5
Lexie is a word wrangler, meaning that she can easily
make compound words, grow letters into words, and
make new words by changing the letters around in a
word. But then she discovers that someone is messing
with her words, turning her bandana into a banana and
turning the desert into a dessert. When she meets that
someone, they conspire together to tame some of the
more dangerous words. The end of the book includes a
dictionary of some of Lexie’s favorite wrangler words,
such as bandana and bedroll.
Students could make lists of compound words to
“tame” with illustrations to break them apart, such
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as rattlesnake, thunderstorm, earthquake, shipwreck,
sunburn, etcetera. Or students could make personal
dictionaries with words they hear or read that they find
interesting that they could also illustrate. This book
has a slew of them such as: cantankerous, varmint, and
scoundrel.
Warren, R. (2018). Words to love by. Nashville, TN:
Zonderkidz.
Grades: K-3
This sweet little book teaches us that words may seem
little, but they really have the power to change our
lives. By choosing our words carefully, we can make
others—and ourselves—feel wonderful. It’s easy for us
to lose our temper and let words fly that we can’t take
back, but if we are thoughtful about which words we
choose, we can change lives.
This book is a great conversation opener with young
students about how our word choice makes others feel.
Social emotional topics like conflict resolution, respect,
and apologizing are just a few of the discussion opportunities that arise when reading this book. Students can
make a list of words and phrases to use when helping
others or solving a problem. Role-playing the difference
word choice can make in a social situation is a great
way to get students actively involved and thinking
about how they choose to express themselves.

Conclusion

With thousands of picture books to choose from,
educators can easily find one—or several—to use to
encourage vocabulary growth in their students. By
reading robust selections aloud, fostering word consciousness, and implementing engaging and active
learning vocabulary lessons, teachers can intentionally
expand the writing repertoire of their students. That,
like tintinnabulation, is music to the ears.
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